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LINCOLN'S  DEATHBED 


FIGURE  1.  Photograph  by  Julius  Ulke.  See  story  inside. 
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Lincoln  Library  and  Museum 
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As  the  morning  light  crept  into  the  disheveled  room  of 
William  T.  Clark  on  April  15, 1865,  one  of  the  upstairs  boarders 
carried  his  camera  into  the  room.  Clark  roomed  in  the  house 
of  William  Petersen,  and  the  President  of  the  United  States  had 
just  died  on  Clark's  bed.  The  camerman  was  Julius  Ulke,  who, 
with  his  brother  Henry,  had  been  up  all  night  fetching  water 
for  the  doctors. 

Tired  though  they  were,  everyone  sensed  the  historical  impor- 
tance of  the  events  just  witnessed  in  Clark's  humble  little  room. 
Julius  Ulke  apparently  sensed  the  commercial  possibilities  in 
the  situation  as  well.  He  and  his  brother  were  artistic,  but  it 
was  difficult  to  make  a  living  as  an  artist  in  bustling,  com- 
merce-minded America.  Julius  photographed  people  in  Wash- 
ington, selling  his  little  paper  pictures  mounted  on  stiff  cards 
with  his  name  printed  on  the  back.  Henry,  after  a  stint  as  an 
illustrator  in  New  York,  made  his  living  painting  the  portraits 
of  Washington's  bureaucrats  and  politicians. 

Julius  Ulke  knew  that  Americans  would  be  curious  to  know 
what  Lincoln's  deathbed  looked  like,  and  he  was  just  the  man 
to  show  them.  Fate  seemed  to  have  played  into  his  hands, 
bringing  the  American  historical  event  of  the  century  almost 
to  his  very  doorstep.  He  took  at  least  two  photographs  of  the 
scene  before  Clark  cleaned  up  his  room.  Eventually,  he 
mounted  one  of  the  pictures  on  a  stiff  card  and  had  a  caption 
carefully  lettered  on  it:  "View  of  the  room  in  which  President 
Lincoln  died.  .  .  ." 

Others  sniffed  the  scent  of  profit  that  hung  about  the  little 
boarding  house.  Albert  Berghaus,  special  artist  for  Frank 
Leslie's  Illustrated  Newspaper,  had  followed  President  Lincoln 
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Lincoln  Library  and  Museum 

FIGURE  3.  Credit  on  the  back  of  a  Ulke  photograph. 
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From  the  Louis  A.  Warren 

Lincoln  Library  and  Museum 


FIGURE  2.  A  Kellogg  lithograph  shows  Julius  Ulke  at  far  left. 
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From  the  Louis  A.  Warren 

Lincoln  Library  and  Museum 

FIGURE  4.  Henry  Ulke  appears  with  a  top  hat  at  left  in  Edward  Mendel's  lithograph,  based  on  Berghaus's  illustration. 

to  Richmond  less  than  two  weeks  earlier,  to  capture  the  scene 
of  what  proved  to  be  his  last  triumph.  On  Easter  Sunday,  April 
16,  Berghaus  was  at  the  Petersen  house  sketching  the  scene 
and  asking  the  boarders  who  was  present  when  Lincoln  died. 
Most  of  the  boarders  saw  to  it  that  they  were  immortalized  in 
Berghaus's  sketch,  for  they  placed  Salmon  R  Chase  at  the 
scene  and  he  was  not  there  in  fact.  Both  the  Ulkes  appeared 
in  the  picture.  Leslie's  devoted  a  double  issue  to  Lincoln's 
assassination  and  depended  heavily  on  Berghaus's  work  as  the 
centerpiece  of  their  sensational  appeal. 

Julius  Ulke,  however,  was  destined  not  to  realize  anything 
from  his  photographs.  The  president's  widow  had  forbidden 
photographs  of  her  slain  husband,  and  the  War  Department 
saw  to  the  destruction  of  some  photographs  of  Lincoln's  body 
lying  in  state.  The  enterprising  photographer  probably  read 
about  this  in  the  newspapers  and  decided  not  to  try  to  sell  his 
photographs. 

They  remained  in  the  family  for  years  and  became  wrinkled 
and  torn,  but  from  all  evidence  no  copies  were  made.  One  of 
Ulke's  photographs  is  well  known  from  publication  in  Life 
magazine  in  1961  and  in  Dorothy  Meserve  Kunhardt  and 
Philip  B.  Kunhardt,  Jr.'s  Tlventy  Days  in  1965.  The  other 
photograph  was  recently  acquired  by  the  Louis  A.  Warren 
Lincoln  Library  and  Museum  and  is  reproduced  on  the  cover 
of  this  issue  of  Lincoln  Lore. 

What  became  of  Julius  Ulke  after  1865  is  not  known,  but  his 
brother  Henry  attained  considerable  prominence  as  a  painter 
of  the  prominent  personalities  in  Washington.  One  of  these  was 
Edwin  M.  Stanton,  who  had  been  present  at  Lincoln's  deathbed 
and  whose  destruction  of  coffin  photographs  of  the  martyred 
president  had  perhaps  ruined  Julius's  hopes  for  commercial 
gain  from  his  photographs.  When  Henry  Ulke  painted  Stan- 
ton, he  chose  a  pose  highly  reminiscent  of  the  pose  Albert  Berg- 
haus had  used  in  his  influential  illustration  of  the  deathbed 
scene  for  Leslie's.  The  Stanton  portrait  suggests  that  Henry 
Ulke  may  have  hoped  to  exploit  the  scene  at  the  Petersen  house 
as  well. 


National  Portrait  Gallery.  Smithsonian  Institution. 
Washington.  DC. 


FIGURE  5.  Henry  Ulke's  portrait  of  Edwin  M.  Stanton. 
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Lincoln  died  here  two  hours  ago. 


Here  is  the  evidence  of  that  agonizing  night  of 
dying  one  hundred  years  ago.  This  historic  photo- 
graph— fading,  torn  at  the  edges — unpublished  and 
unknown  for  ninety-six  long  years — reveals  death's 
course  in  shocking  detail.  Just  a  few  minutes  be- 
fore it  was  taken  Lincoln  lay  diagonally  across 
this  rumpled  bed,  having  bled  all  night  from  his 
head  onto  this  pillow.  Another  blood-soaked  pillow 
was  lying  on  the  ground  in  the  yard  outside  the 
death  room.  William  Petersen,  the  proprietor  of  the 
boarding  house,  angry  at  the  condition  of  his  house 
after  a  night  of  being  used  as  a  makeshift  hospital, 
had  snatched  the  other  pillow  while  the  dead 
President  was  still  lying  there,  and  hurled  it  out 
the  window. 

As  soon  as  the  last  visitor  had  left,  the  upstairs 
boarder  Julius  Ulke  brought  out  his  cherished 
camera,  a  great  unwieldy  wooden  box  with  its 
powerful  lenses  set  in  shining  brass.  All  night 
long  the  Ulke  brothers  had  helped  carry  hot  water 
upstairs  from  the  kitchen  to  Willie  Clark's  room 
where  Lincoln  lay.  Now  that  the  room  was  empty 
Julius  persuaded  Clark  not  to  move  anything,  even 
by  a  quarter  of  an  inch,  until  he  set  up  his  camera 
and  adjusted  it  on  its  stand  at  the  far  end  of  the 
room.  During  the  night  the  bed  had  been  pulled 
out  from  the  wall  so  that  the  doctors  could  en- 
circle Lincoln.  Now  Ulke  and  Clark  pushed  it  back 
to  its  original  position.  The  trays  and  bottles  were 
ready.  The  long  exposure  of  the  sticky,  collodion- 
coated  glass  negative  was  made,  and,  as  it  had  to 
be,  immediately  developed.  Five  minutes  later  Ulke 
held  it  up  to  the  light.  There  on  his  piece  of  glass 
was  the  humble  room,  there  the  mornin°-  b>ht 
streaming  in  through  the  front  door  past  the 
stairway  banisters,  there  the  pillows  with  their 
dark  evidence,  there  the  chair  in  which  Mrs.  Lin- 
coln had  sat  as  she  begged,  "Oh,  shoot  me,  Doctor, 
why  don't  you  shoot  me,  too?" 


The  torn  and  faded  evidence  of  the  tragic  night. 
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hoto  shows  Lincoln's  death  bed 


y DELL  FORD 
taff  Writer 


neneans  have  been 
jnous  about  Abraham  Lincoln's 
Mih  since  me  day  he  died,  Mark 

Neeiy  Jr.  said,  glancing  at  the 
i3iicd  photograph  on  his  desk. 
And.''  he  added,  "they  still  are." 

Ncely.  director  of  the  Louis  A. 
.arren  Lincoln  Library  and 
luseum,  1300  S.  Clinton  St.,  said  he 
:ts  as  manv  questions  about 
incoln's  death  as  about  his  life. 

For  that  reason,  the  photograph 
I  his  desk  should  be  of  more  than 
ibual  interest  to  museum  visitors. 
:4uired  from  a  private  collector 

December,  the  photo  is  of  the 
iom  w  here  Lincoln  died.  It  has 


New  exhibit 


WHERE:  Lincoln  Library  and 
Mj^'um.  Lincoln  National 
L;rc  ljiburar.ee  Co..  1300  S. 
(  !::::.jn  S: 

HOURS:  a  :,-i  :  in   iij  4:30  p.m. 
M  Wj_.  :;.;•■  .;:_'h   I"h.irsday 
..-.-  .v5«j  -i  :r.   \  i  1230  p.m. 
i  r.jj: 

ADMISSION:  Free 
TELEPHONE:  427-3864 


:come  a  pan  of  one  of  the 
useum's  collection  of 
emorabilia,  sure  to  be  of  interest 

those  who  wish  to  take  note  of 
ncoln's  Feb  12  birthday. 

The  sepia-toned,  8-by-6J/<  inch 
loto  is  captioned:  "View  of  the 
om  in  which  President  Lincoln 
ed  Saturday  morning  April  15, 
65.  at  the  residence  of  William 
•tersen.  No.  453  10th  Street, 
ashington  D.  C  ,  opposite  Ford's 
leaire.  The  room  was  occupied 
•  William  T.  Clark  of 
assachusetis." 

The  sole  existing  print  (as  far 

Neely  knows),  the  photograph 
as  recorded  by  Julius  L'Lke,  a 
larder  at  the  Petersen  House 
ross  the  street  from  Ford's 
'leaire  where  Lincoln  was  shot  by 
hn  Wilkes  Booth. 

"He  had  the  presence  of  mind," 
See  LINCOLN,  Page  90. 


The  room  after  Lincoln's  death  is  captured  in  this  photograph 


4-Cj^iirfl 


Popular  prints  gave  Lincoln's  last  moments  a  larger  locale 
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From  Page  10. 

Neely  said,  "to  go  into  the  room 
after  Lincoln's  body  was  removed 
and  set  up  his  apparatus.  Lincoln 
died  at  7:22  a.m.  You  can  see  the 
morning  light  coming  through  the 
open  door  (of  the  room),  so  the 
photograph  probably  was  taken 
about  9  or  9:30." 

Ulke,  Neely  said,  took  at  least 
two  photographs.  "We  know  of 
two.  He  no  doubt  was  going  to  try 
and  sell  them.  That's  what  he  had 
in  mind,  I'm  sure.  But  he  never  did 
it." 

Offering  one  possible  explanation 
for  Ulke's  failure  to  sell  the  photo- 
graphs, Neely  said  photos  were 
taken  of  Lincoln  lying  in  state  in 
New  York  City. 

"But  the  War  Department 
ordered  those  photos  be  destroyed 
because  Mrs.  Lincoln  didn't  want 
any  photographs.  It's  sheer  specula- 
tion, but  Ulke  probably  figured 
from  this  he  couldn't  sell  his 
photographs." 

What  adds  interest  to  Ulke's 
death  room  scene  is  it's  stark  con- 
trast to  the  lithographs  which  were 
artists'  imaginative  renderings  of 
the  deathbed  scene. 

One  such  rendering,  Neely  said, 
shows  about  a  dozen  people  gath- 
ered about  the  bed  where  Lincoln 
had  been  placed.  Another  depicts  46 
mourners. 

"The  room  was  very  small," 
Neely  said,  pointing  to  the  Ulke 
photo.  "It  couldn't  have  accommo- 
dated that  many  people.  But  at  the 
time,  this  was  the  way  a  great  man 
was  supposed  to  die.  Like  a  medie- 
val knight,  with  his  family,  ser- 
vants, retainers.  In  Lincoln's  case, 
prominent  politicians,  cabinet 
members,  members  of  his  family." 

While  it  may  seem  "really  grim 
to  us  today  —  not  very  appetizing 
and  generally  distasteful,  mourning 
practices  were  different  then.  It 
was  common  practice,  for  instance, 
to  wear  a  locket  with  a  lock  of  hair 
of  a  deceased  loved  one. 

"In  the  19th  century,"  Neely  said, 


"death  was  great  and  sex  was  bad. 
In  the  20th  century,  sex  is  great  and 
we  don't  talk  about  death.  Today, 
people  die  in  hospitals  behind  a 
screen  with  no  one  present  except 
perhaps  a  nurse  and  one  or  two 
family  members.  Death  is  a  private, 
forbidden  subject  —  taboo.  No  one 
wants  to  talk  about  it." 

The  Ulke  photograph,  the  direc- 
tor said,  will  be  placed  in  the  Lin- 
coln's death  exhibit  which  includes 
a  reward  poster  for  the  assassins 
and  two  popular  prints  of  Lincoln's 
deathbed  scene. 

Calling  the  Ulke  photo  a  good 
acquisition,  Neely  said,  "Any  time 
you  get  a  unique  item  in  the  Lincoln 
field,  it's  a  good  acquisition.  Any 
time  you  can  buy  something  that's 
the  first,  the  last,  the  best  or  the 
only,  it's  a  good  acquisition." 


